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As you read, look for the following: 

I. What were the challenges of the Reconstruction period? 
II. What significant changes occurred? 
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Excerpts on Reconstruction from Digital History 

Reconstruction was the most daring experiment in American history. It represented an attempt to 
transform the institutions and patterns of social relations of the Old South. It gave black Americans in 
the South their first taste of political power. Out of Reconstruction came constitutional amendments 

that extended citizenship and voting rights to African Americans. This era also witnessed the federal 
government's first efforts to create social welfare programs. 

In the end, Reconstruction failed to establish a less racially divided society. Its failure doomed the 

South to decades of relative economic underdevelopment and ensured that the South would be 
dominated by a single political party. It also left the entire country with the unfinished task of 
achieving full economic and political equality for the descendants of slaves. 

The North's victory in the Civil War produced a social revolution in the South. Four million slaves 
were freed and a quarter million southern whites had died, one fifth of the male population. $2.5 
billion worth of property had been lost. 

Ex-slaves expressed their newly-won freedom in diverse ways. Many couples, forbidden to marry 

during slavery, took the opportunity to formalize their unions. Others, who had lived apart from their 
families on separate plantations, were finally free to reside with their spouses and children. As an 
expression of their freedom, many freedmen dropped their slave names, adopted new surnames, and 

insisted on being addressed as "mister" or misses." Many black women withdrew from field labor to 
care for their families. 

In many parts of the South, the end of the war was followed by outbursts of white rage. White mobs 

whipped, clubbed, and murdered ex-slaves. In contrast, the vast majority of former slaves refrained 
from vengeance against former masters. Instead they struggled to achieve social and independence 
by forming separate lodges, newspapers, and political organizations. 

Reconstruction was a time of testing, when freedmen probed the boundaries and possibilities of 

freedom. Every aspect of southern life was subject to redefinition, from forms of racial etiquette to 
the systems of labor that would replace slavery. 

 

I. What were the challenges of the Reconstruction period? 

 

 

 

II. What significant changes occurred? 


